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Brain Basics - Development  

Â The brain is an amazing organ that controls most of 

the things we do. As the brain develops, it focuses on 

different areas of functioning: 

 

ÂFirst ð Physical life functions (breathing, heart 

rate, blood pressure) 

 

Â Next ð Emotional  (happiness, anger, attachment) 

 

Â Last ð Thinking  (planning, impulse control) 
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Brain Development  

(Back to Front & Inside to Outside)  

Emotions and Memory Reason and Morals 



Brain Basics ð Plasticity  

Â Critical Periods ð for some aspects of brain 

development, timing is critical. Important abilities 

will be lost or diminished if they donõt develop at 

the right time. 

Â Childhood experiences impact how the brain 

develops. 

Â Negative early childhood experiences can result in 

developmental delays. 

Â Donõt confuse a youthõs age with his or her 

developmental level. 
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Brain Basics ð Plasticity  

Activity-dependent changes 

Â Experiences cause changes in the brain, for better or 

worse. 

Â This is why we practice behaviors ð the more we 

repeat things, the stronger the brain connections. 

Â A single, powerful experience can affect our brain 

for life. 

Â Repeated smaller experiences can also change our 

brain. 

Â This is why there is always hope that youth can 

improve with new, positive experiences. 
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Teenage Brain Development  

Â Adolescent changes begin around ages 10-13. 

Â Physical appearance (puberty) 

Â Emotions (feelings and identity) 

Â Thinking (planning and impulse control) 

Â We usually identify adolescence as starting when 

we see physical changes. Though less obvious, 

these physical changes will be followed by changes 

in emotional expression and thinking. 

Â But, the changes in thinking arenõt in place until 

the early 20s. 
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Explaining òWhat it meansó. 



Emotion Before Reason  



Teenage Brain Development  

Adolescence is like giving a teenager a car with: 

Â a new body with a lot of horsepower 

(physical); 

Â a sensitive gas pedal that can go from 0-60 mph 

in a few seconds (emotional); and 

Â a brake system that wonõt work completely for 

several years (thinking). 
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What Science Tells Us About the Brain  

Â Functioning of the frontal lobes is not at adult 

levels. 

 

 

 

 

 

Â Why is that important? 

                                                     (Steinberg, 2008) 
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Cognitive Development  

Â Science has taught us that the part of the 

brain that develops most during 

adolescence is the prefrontal lobe, which 

controls: 

Â complicated decision-making. 

Â thinking ahead. 

Â planning. 

Â comparing risks and rewards. 
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Cognitive Development  

Â This new science has also taught us that the 

prefrontal lobe is still developing and 

maturing through adolescence and into the 

early 20s. 
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Cognitive Development  

Â Because the brains of teenagers are not yet 

fully developed, some of their behaviors may 

result from immaturity. 

Â Recall your teenage behavior: did you do 

anything that could have gotten you stopped by 

police? 

Â Would you deal with that same situation 

differently now as an adult? 
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Cognitive Development  

Â Even though teenagers start to look like adults, 

they are still limited by their cognitive 

development. 

 

Â Donõt confuse physical development with 

emotional or cognitive development. 
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Sensation-seeking Declines with Age  

3-24 



Preferences for Risk Peaks in Mid -Adolescence  

(Steinberg, et al., 2009)  
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Risk Perception Declines and then Increases 

After Mid -Adolescence  

 

(Steinberg, et al., 2009)  
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Future Orientation Increases with Age  
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Older Individuals Are More Willing to 

Delay Gratification  
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Puberty  


